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The Rationale for SeU-paccd I.-carning 



The thoughts that follo>v seeks to convey v.hat is perhaps the principal 
rationale for the use of self-paced learning, >vhether in or outside of an 
academic setting. No attempt is made to summarize critical evaluations 
of the approach; for this, the reader is referred to numerous studies, some 
of the most recent of vvhich are listed at the end of the paper. As with any 
approach, it v^ould be foolish to argue that it is always appropriate to 
implement seU-paced learning: For some teachers and for some students, 
such an approach apparently is not ideal. For others, it is. It is in 
relation to these latter teachers and students that Ihc rationale for the^ 
use of self-paced learning is explored. 
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Everyone who explores the «orld o£ learning i. a studeal. It you are a 
teacher, you offer your services as guide to some par, of .his «orld. A 
guides best in a territory he hin^self has explored. Teaching linUed to research 

means this, at least. 

The £oUoV.ng thoughts are addressed to you. whether you are a student, or 
a teacher, as «ell. I have found one of the many paths to learning especially 
valuable, and so. it seems to me. have some of my students. There la nothing 
novel about this approach, but often neglect it U. favor the glitter of the 
„e«er "teaching technologies". So perhaps , reminder is in order of a simple., 
effective form of learning .hich sees the Iocs of all that one learns centered 



in 



the learner himself. 



How much do you r« 

of the literary works 



■emember from your high school biology and 
cherristry classes? Do you remen.ber even the name 
you read in your English classes, to say nothing of what they were aboutT 
can you still recall the theorems - a Half do.en of them? - that you pro.ed 
in plane geometrv^ And could you still prove the ones you can remember? 

If you are like most K-ple and if you are honest with yourself, answers 
.o those .uostions make it clear that we donU tend to remember very much at 
Ml of what wt. had drilled info us once upon a lime. 
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On the ether hand, think of sometlng non-academic that interests yoa 
personally: perhaps you have a hobby, model construction, macratne, amateur 
astronomy, etc. U is probably safe to say that you can recall very close to 
everything that you have found useful in the context of your interest. The 
passage of titr^e seems to impair your interested memory, very litUe. if at all. 

I„ other «ords, v^hat you are interested in. and have learned on your own. 
in your o»n terms, at your o«n pace, yc . stand a very fair chance of ren^embering 
years later^ 

Of course, what you can recall explicitly is not all that you have, iu tact, 
learned. You learned to speak, read, and «rite your native tongue! but most of 
us cannot remember learning the language. Can you remember loarninR long 
division or some elementary electronics in high school physics? But «e are 
able to do long division now. can still make proper use of our language, and some 
of us can still wire a lamp, even it vvc have forgotten the theory. 

Skills frequently stay with us. while specific information does not unless 
it is associated with interests we have cul-ivatc-d on our own. 

This generalization seems to hold true for almost everyone. There are 
rare exceptions of total recall, photographic memory, etc. . but these abilities 
themselves don't appear to be teachable or learnable. You have them or. like 

most of us, you don't. 

Academic education - as opposed to education outside the classroom - 

attempts to teact^a studen, information and skill... ..■•kI he is lucky if 
ho can recall a good portUm of thai i„to>m..i..n by .he .i.ne final e.ams 
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swlng around, and fortunate if he learns a„y skills al all. much less fiuds he 
still can use them several years later. 

It is unfortunate that such a discrepancy should exist between academic 
teaching and learning outside of the classroom on one's own. N.uch ot the Um« 
we spend in attending school profits us comparatively little; much of the 
energy we expend and money we spend tend to be wasted - if future skill 
competence and recall ot information are any standard of lime, energy, and 
■ money well invested. To paraphrase somewhat, an education 5s what remains 
to us after we have forgotten everything we have been taught. 

Students have been able to see this sad state ot affairs before most 
educators. Their discontent with the inefficic.t c h.M^ctcr ot much or mo»t 
of acaderruc education has led students to appeal to the critoHoa ot relevance. 
But the criterion is very vague: Who knows what will turn out to be relevant 
to later needs? The criterion of relevance in educalioa requires possession 
of a crystal ball, which again most of us don't have. 

Recently, some ed-.cators have de cided that there are inec,uitics built 
into the academic classroom situation: Students have different abilities in 
different areas and learn at different rates. They have different interests. 
They are different people. But education requires :ind stipulates, sets up 
requirements and prerequisites. . . . There are deadlines, uniform testing 
procedures, well-defined hurdles many educators themselves couldn't jump 
over anymore because, like their students, they have for.ot.en much that hasn't 
turned ou. to be r.-levan, enou,h to re,nain on iu .heir active .nemo.ics. They 
O Skrv people, too. 
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It Is an understatcmeat to say that it isn't ea,y to design a plan for 
education that is thoroughly eqaitable. But a poor system can be made to 
fancHoa better, though it will probably faU short ol «hat is ide_a:.. and there£or« 
not re aU gable^ 

We take this to be fundamental: Learning best. means learning in a «ay 
so that the time, energy, and money spent on education profit the student most 
after actual classes are long past. Everyone learns besl «hat he is interested 
in and learns through his o«n effort, at his own pace. This is a basic truth 
that seems incontestable. (Although there are always those who will de«y 
the most obvious! ) The question is then posed, how may academic education 
be encouraged to reflect this fact about human bfinRS? 

Instead of listening, often with half a heart and half a mind, to a lecture, 
to a steady input of techniques and ideas, and trying to motivate oneself to 
•.c active in what is usually a passive learning situation, let us turn the tables 
around. The assumption is that the teacher knows something the student wishes 
also to know. He can assist the student to learr^ these things, or he can instruct, 
and hope the student can loam what he has been taught. The teacher can. then. 
..>...^oria_3k-master. You £oJo a guru; you subrnit_to a task-master. 
You may learn from yourself with the guru's help. <.r you may be required by 
the task-master to memoris^e what will quickly fade. 

Of course not all teachers can be ourus in their ov.n areas of interest and 
specialization. There are fine lecturers, ,nd .hey have a place. A good lecture, 
for the appropriate student, who kno.s he i. ,n.e,es.ed. f.as <lear-eu, idea.s of what 
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he needs to learn, and happens .o learn at .h. r.-.e presupposed by .he lecturer, 
proms a ,reat deal. But notice there has bcc, some slei«ht-ot-hand here: 
The student has become his own task-master, and the factthat he happens to 
be in a lecture situation is accidental and unimportant. The external task- 
^,ter. who cracks the whip in a deliberate teaching situaUon. hau disappeared 

for the "appropriate" student. 

I£ one decides in favor ot learning with a guru, the question of relevance 
is shelved: YOU need to knov,. in advance, a. leas, .acitly. .hat you want 
something the guru has. Vou cannot suppose he will be able to tell you why you 
should want what he can p-c. No one can pv.- you In this w.«tcrn .orld, 

«e appeal to reason,, but reasons are «levant.only to the ear that finds good 
reasons, in advance, to be useful in walking the right path. The appeal to 
relevance, when tew have opera.ional crystal balls, is meaningless. We have 
inclinations, interests, potential abiUtics, talen.s. .astes, and the guru can 
appeal ,o .hese. but they canno, be fabricated. Uke .he notion of .o.al recall. 

and our needs to guide us to .he right gurus. Unfor.unately, we don't pay 
ourselves much heed. ... U is understandable, .hen, that we .vill occasionally 
and ourselves in the wrong learnin, situa.ion. si..ir.g with .he wro,.g ..uru - a 
,uide in a territory we could care less about. Usually, it is for lack of attending 
.„ our own interests and needs .... w.- fin. ourseives wasting our.,elves in the 
...n« con.pany. The r.-s, of the f.n... U i. convenient .o blame external 
even.s for forcin, us to loarn .ha, is unint-restln, to us. The fac. i=, ,hc 
canno. .. .U.a.e our inu-r.-.s a„^ a.... .,ny i^i" H. 
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stick in groping, weak, or failing motivations usually has only a transitory 
effect. It isnU his fault if we aren't interested in what he caa offer, while 
even the most uninspiring teacher can i»i.part useful knowledge to the person 
who has the inspiration of his own interests. The fault lies in another place, 
usually quite close to home. 

Self-paced learning is a compromise in a world in which, much of the 
time, interests and ends are unequally mated. The student is encouraged to 
feel free to make use of the resources offered by the teacher, and he is 
encouraged to set his own tasks. Assuming the student is relevant to the course 
(ancl ot the other way around!), the teacher can holp the student realiy.e some 
of his relevant intoicsts in the context of the class. What is lcai n<rd in such a 
situation stand the best chance of profiting the student when he is on his own. 

To be more specific, consider a class for which there is a set of roadings 
which gives the course its principal content. If self-paced learning is emphasized 
in the course, then what the student de cides to road is left up to him. What pace 
ho sets for himself is up to him. What material he wishes to assert his compe- 
tence over, is up to him. How much he makes use of his opportunity to learn, 
is therefore in his own hands (as it really has been all along). 

Education is dominated, whether we like it or not, hy concerns v^-hich 
are basically economic . A price is gradually placed on the head of each one of 
us, and normally a more or less uniform yardstick is employed in settint? the 
prices. In other words, we are ii£st^«?ii:d for our real or appr.rent value. No 
one enjoys this part of the uanio, and iu> attempt is made lo justify a characteris- 
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tic need in most human beings to have values, Kot values, evaluate^ and 
be evaluated^ in turn. No justification is possible for the way things <*rc; if 
we wish to improve our understanding of the way things are and wish to alter 
the way things are» we may be able to offer some justification for our proposals. 
But the game at any point in time is always the way it is at that time, and, at 
least for the time being, the game is normative, evaluative. 

Which brings us to the matter of assessing learning: grading. If so 
much is in the hands of the learner, how can grades be determined? 

There are quantitative and qualitative assessments of minds and what 
they learn. We will put quality first, since there is no point in learning 
much poorly Better 1cs:j, well. In a self-paced course it is normal to give 
a number of tests during the semester, or quarter. A student may take the 
tests he feels he is prepared to take, and may have the opportunity io take 
another, different test on the same material if ho did not do well on the first. 
A student passes a given tost when he demonst rates that he has mastered the 
material covered on that test. There is no point trying to define here what 
"mastery of material" specifies: a student knows when he attains mastery of 
something, his teacher will know, and there are usually fairly well-defined 
objective standards by means of which we determine when we do know these thinj^s>. 

It is normal, in a self-paced clasn. to tell studenfsthat they must pass 
a certain minimum .mmbcr of tests to pass the class. If a student decides 
to set moii' than minimal uoals for himi>elf and masters quantitali vr-ly more 
material, then he <an"is a hi-her j^rad--. 
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To avoid the problem of giving alternative tcstn intlffinitoly, it can be 
useful to allow a student to retake a test on given material at reasonable 
intervals until the next scheduled test is given, at which time the preceding 
test would no longer be available. This decision will have the effect, of course^ 
of reducing somewhat the self-paced character of the class. 

In short, in a self-paced class, a student is encouraged to decide which 
and how many tests he wishes to pass, he is given a number of chances to 
gain mastery over the material cover * by a single test, he is encouraged to 
select readings which relate to his interests, and he knows in advance what 
evaluation cor sponds to the goals he sets for himself. (Obvious modifications 
will suggest themselves for distinct fields of study.) 

From this point of view, what a student derives from the experience 
of acadcrrvic education is his own affair; he establishes his own goals, makes 
his own decisions, works at his own pac^within the limits prescribed 
(whether by mortality or by the Ungth of the term, depending upon how many 
tests tlu: teacher can etuUirc scoring). 

Self-paced learning responds only to requirements the stud»»nt undertakes 
to meet on his own initiative. The approach acc pts the maxini, "lo learn 
is to assert self- responsibilil y. " 
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For more detailed descriptions of self-paced Uarning in the context of 
specific disciplines and for empirical evaluations of the effectiveness of 
the approach, the reader is referred to the foUoxving -vorks-. 

Adamsky. "Increased Learner Progress in a Self-Paced Teacher Edacation 

•.-rogram without the Use of Sanctions". J. Ind. Teach. Educ. 1^ (1^77). 
26-31. 

Bausor. J.. "Advanced Physics Project for Independent Learning". Tduc, M_edia 
Int. 1 (1977), 9. 

Buterbaugh. J. G. and R. G. Fuller, '.personalized System of Instruction (PS!):- 
nn Alternative", AV Instruction 20 (197r>), GZ-C"*: 

Cook. D.A., "Personalised System of instruction: Potential and Problemr.". 
' Educational Product Report 7 (1974), 2-13. 

DesLauriers. Marc P.. Robert L. Kohn. and Gary M Clark "I-^^"" 

Characteristics and Performance Effects in Self-paced Instr«avon for 
Community College Students", Edu c. Reso uj:cesJnf^rmation Center 
(ERIC), #ED 172 868, 1979- 

Finch. C.R.. "IudividuaU..cd Instruction: What Can You J.carn from TUsea rch? 
American Vocational Journal 49 (1974). 28-29. 

Gagn^. Robert M. and Leslie J. Briggs, Principles of Instr uctjo nal Pesi^ 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston 1974). 

Gibbons. M. andC- Phillips. .'Teaching for Self-education: Promising Kew 
Professional Role", J. Teach. Educ . 3M1979). 26-28. 

Harris, M. B. and R.A. Liguori. "Some Effects of a Personalised System of 
Instruction in Teaching College Mathematics". l.^ofJ^cluc,_Kc^^ 68 
(1974), t2-66. 

Hogan. R.C. -Humanistic ScU-inst ruction". CoU^Comp.j^nl C^^^^^^ 29 (1978). 
261-203, 

H..hn U I M P DesLauriers. and W. Doaton. - Lra rn.- r Cha r.»ctori.- tics 
O and Performance Effects in S.lf- pa^.^gns. ruction". P,v:c.u.lo_^l R.por^ 
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Ledbettcr. E.W., "Self-pacod Course for the General Student". J^ Chem. Educ. 
55 (1978), 666-667. 

Mabee. W.S. et al. , "Effects of Self-pacing and Use of Study Cu^^^^^ 

vvithin Behaviorallnstruction", J. Educ. Res . 72(1979). 2/3-276. 

Mack. Herschel and Stephen Littlejohn. "PSl as an Approach to the Teaching 
of Empirical Research Methods". Edac. Resources Information Center 
(ERtC) HKD 149 408. 1977. 

Metka. J.W.. Fourteen Years of Self-paced Chemistry". J^ C hena Ed u c, 56 
(1979), 405-407. 

Morris, E.K. et al. , "Self-pacing versus 1"^^^"^^°^"?*"^^^: Ac^^^^ 

-valuations, ^^.^ T?^«-^nMnn". J. Educ. Psychology 70 (1978). 2Z4-i30. 

Penland, P., "Self-initiated Learning", Adult Educ. 29 (1979). 170-179. 

Proia Kathleen, "Individualized Learning in Theory and Practice". Educ^ 
Resources Information Center (ERIC) #ED 149 377, 1973. 

Scully. M.G. . "Independent Scholars Find There is Life Beyond the University", 
Chron. Hinher Educ . 19 (1979). H. 

Walbesser, II., Constructing Behavioral O bjectives. (College of Education. 
University of Maryland 1968). 

Whitehurst. C. and J. MadiR^". "SW Learners in PSI Courses: Do They . 
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